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Ego, On the same line of certain knowledge, he did not; but on the same line of positive existence, he did. For there is in his philosophy a curious want of correspondence between the logical order in which thought steps from truth to truth, and the real order in which the objects of knowledge stand inter se.
His theory about the order of certainty in human knowledge is perhaps best understood by its contrast, probably intentional, with that of Bacon, who had passed from the scene eleven years (1626) before Descartes' first publication (Essays, 1637). The methodised observations and experiments on which the English philosopher relied for the discovery of truth rested ultimately upon Perception by the senses: they were entrusted with the ingathering of those primary facts whence, by successive generalisations, laws of widening scope were read off and carried into the interpretation of the world; so that the maxim of the schools was still unchallenged, that ' in the Understanding there can be nothing but the prior experience of Sense.' This fundamental principle Descartes disputes at the outset1. He insists that in the * evidence of our Senses' and the vividness of our representations there is no security against illusion : a person with the jaundice sees all things yellow : the stars give us no true report of their size; and the images of our dreams are not less distinct than those of waking vision, and perfectly simulate reality. In this field of outward perception, therefore, it is always possible that we may be deceived ; and all that it gives us needs to be tested by some principle of certainty more deeply seated in the Reason.
In order to find this ultimate ground, the only way is to push your scepticism to the utmost limits of possibility, and suppose everything false which admits of being questioned: whatever then remains, when denial has done its worst, must be the immutable base of certainty. Following this rule, I may doubt the presence of external things, including my own body, and say to myself, c Perhaps it is all a dream:'
1 Disc, de la Methode, Cousin. I. 163.